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MR2958222 (Review) 01A45 (01A73 01A80)
Stedall, Jacqueline[Stedall, Jacqueline A.](4-OXQ)
John Wallis and the French: his quarrels with Fermat, Pascal, Dulaurens, and Descartes.
(English, French summaries)
Historia Math.39 (2012),no. 3,265–279.
Stedall’s paper scrutinizes three quarrels in which Wallis engaged and his posthumous attack on
Descartes. In each case, the background is described and Wallis’s rhetorical strategy is analyzed.
During the first (1657–1658), a reaction to a challenge posed anonymously by Fermat, the sub-
tlety of which bypassed Wallis, Wallis largely hid behind Brouncker but twisted the story when
publishing it afterwards so as to stand out triumphant. In the second, occasioned by a challenge
posed by Pascal (1658) where both Wallis’s first answer and first correction contained fundamental
errors in the handling of infinitesimals, Wallis’s later, better publication pretended that his origi-
nal answers had been given in “almost the same words”, which Stedall wonders whether Wallis
could have believed himself. With Dulaurens, a minor textbook author, Wallis was furious because
Dulaurens had ascribed (1667) by mistake to Wallis a problem posed by Montfert in connection
with the Fermat affair and answered then by Wallis; here, the strategy was an overall attack on
Dulaurens’s work, extending even to spellings and supposedly infelicitous formulations. When fi-
nally the stature of Descartes was to be curtailed (early 1670s), the strategy was more subtle and
based on cleverly misleading suggestions—clever enough to make Leibniz (and almost everybody
else since then) believe that Descartes’s sign rule had been discovered by Harriot (which Wal-
lis in fact avoided claiming directly, knowing that it was not true). Beyond Wallis’s bad temper
and his attempts to hide that he was not at the level of Fermat and Pascal, another reason for the
harshness of the conflicts stands out: Wallis’s attitude wasmodern—in Stedall’s words, he “con-
sistently favoured open publication as a method of claiming and proclaiming results” and abhorred
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